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SPEECH BY GUEST OF HONOUR, PRIME MINISTER LEE HSIEN LOONG, AT THE
LAUNCH OF SPEAK MANDARIN CAMPAIGN 2014

Transcript of Speech by Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong at the Launch of Speak Mandarin
Campaign 2014 on 5 July 2014, at The Plaza, National Library Building
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Translation of Chinese Speech by PM Lee Hsien Loong at Speak Mandarin Campaign
Launch 2014, 5 July 2014

Mr Seow Choke Meng

Chairman, Promote Mandarin Council
Professor Wee Chow Hou

Past Chairman, Promote Mandarin Council

1. Good afternoon. Speak Mandarin Campaign has been ongoing for 35 years. Honoured to
launch this year's Campaign

2. Then-Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew launched the Speak Mandarin Campaign in 1979

a) In those days, many Chinese spoke mainly dialects. It was difficult to communicate
important information to Chinese from different dialect groups. Moreover, when they
interacted with one another, they could not understand one another fully

b) This proved to be a challenge building a multi-racial society. Therefore, we chose
English so that different races could communicate with one another, and Mandarin so
that Chinese of different dialect groups could better integrate

c) After 14 years of independence, we launched the Speak Mandarin Campaign. We
wanted to encourage Chinese to speak more Mandarin and less dialect. This also
became the Campaign slogan

d) The objective was to help people from different dialect groups communicate with one
another using Mandarin; deepen our understanding of Chinese culture; and promote
its development

e) Our choosing Mandarin reinforced its importance in Singapore

3. After more than 30 years of hard work, we can say that the Speak Mandarin Campaign
has been successful. Mandarin is now commonly used at a commendable standard

a) Majority of our young can speak Mandarin. Although not all of them speak Mandarin
fluently, they are able to understand and speak it

b) Our seniors may still feel more at home with dialects, but many have also picked up
Mandarin to communicate with their grandchildren



4. Many have contributed to the increasing use of Mandarin in Singapore

a) | would like to thank our teachers for their hard work in teaching Mandarin

b) Our local Chinese media deserves recognition too for their efforts

People can access Mandarin easily through the Chinese media

The Chinese media also offer different perspectives and insights in their news
reporting, analyses and coverage of community matters. This also gives us a
broader and deeper understanding of developments in the region and in
China

¢) The Chinese Clans and Associations are important partners in promoting Mandarin

They organise many activities to do so

Glad that Mr Chua Thian Poh (President, SFCCA) and Mr Thomas Chua
(President, SCCCI) are here

SFCCA is currently hard at work raising money to build the Singapore
Chinese Cultural Centre, which will organise cultural activities to promote
Mandarin and Chinese culture

Thank SFCCA for its efforts. We wish SFCCA every success and will give it
our full support

5. Today, more families speak Mandarin at home

a) Some hence feel that since many Singaporeans now speak Mandarin, we should
allow dialects to be used more widely

6. But this is not a pragmatic approach

a) | fully understand the desire to let our young learn dialects, and to protect the use of
dialects, which they consider an important part of Chinese culture

b) However, when we first introduced our bilingual policy, we did so knowing that it was
very difficult for most people to master English, Mandarin and dialects at the same

time

¢) This principle has not changed

d) Hong Kong is a good example of how difficult it is to master several languages at

once

The standard of Cantonese in Hong Kong is very good. However, they are not
as fluent in Mandarin and less so in English

In Singapore, we decided not to promote the use of dialects in order to
emphasise bilingualism. This trade-off has allowed us to maintain good
standards in English and Mandarin



iii. If we require our students to master English, Mandarin and dialects at the
same time, it will affect their standards in English and affect their future
opportunities. At the same time, it will also affect their ability in Mandarin, and
the standing of Mandarin in Singapore over the long-term. This is a huge
price to pay

7. But there is still room for dialect in Singapore, e.g.
a) Seniors can listen to the news in dialect by tuning in to MediaCorp’s 958FM

b) Those who are interested to learn dialects can attend classes run by clan
associations

c) Those who are interested in cultural activities such as Cantonese or Teochew Opera
can pursue their interests with like-minded Singaporeans at Community Centres and
the Kreta Ayer People’s Theatre in Chinatown

8. In addition, we are prepared to use dialects under special circumstances

a) e.g. Government produced special video clips in Hokkien, Teochew and Cantonese
to better explain the Pioneer Generation Package to our seniors

b) We can also consider using dialects to explain other important policies like
MediShield Life

¢) But producing the three short video clips for the Pioneer Generation Package was
not easy.

Each took a long time and many resources. Due to limited resources, we cannot do
this for every single policy

9. After many years of the Campaign, Singaporeans now appreciate the importance of
Chinese. They have a strong desire to learn the language well, for two reasons:

a) First, Singaporeans would like to grow deeper roots and know their culture better
b) Second, because of the rise and rapid economic development of China
i.  Everyone understands that it is an advantage to be able to speak Mandarin
ii. Workers and parents understand this too. Many Singaporeans have
succeeded in China. Because of the good foundation in Mandarin they built
up in Singapore, they were able to improve their Mandarin quickly after

immersing themselves in a Mandarin-speaking environment

c) | know some feel that it is too utilitarian to pursue Mandarin for economic gains,
rather than as an end in itself

i. My view: So long as you are interested in Mandarin, whatever the reason, |
will encourage you to learn it

ii. Now there are many non-Chinese learning Mandarin; several of them even
speak more fluently than us



10. Our language policy remains sound. We need to help our children master the two
languages, to help them connect to the global stage yet remain anchored to their culture

11. Several recommendations to help our children improve Mandarin
a) First, create a Mandarin-speaking environment at home
i.  Parents should start teaching Mandarin to their children when they are young

ii.  They can use publications like Zaobao’s Thumbs Up Little Junior which uses
lively comic characters to learn simple Mandarin

b) Second, learning Mandarin should be fun

i. Inclass, teachers are encouraged to find creative ways to teach and motivate
the children’s interest in the language

i.  Hope parents will not be too strict at home when they teach their kids, as this
would have the opposite effect

iii. Parents should try to use some Mandarin in their daily lives. If parents do not
use Mandarin to communicate with their children, their children may question
the value of learning Mandarin

iv.  To provide a fresh way for the public to use Mandarin, the Speak Mandarin
Council has partnered MediaCorp’s 933 FM and the restaurant Switch, to
introduce Chinese through mando-pop. Musicians will share with the
audience how they used Mandarin in their work and daily lives

¢) Third, we can use technology to lighten the burden of learning Mandarin

i. One obstacle in learning Mandarin is learning new characters and
memorising the vocabulary

ii.  Technology can make it less onerous

(1) e.g. we can use the computer for basic translation and understanding.
When we come across characters we do not recognise, we can find out
its meaning, pronunciation, syntax etc. at the click of a mouse, instead
of flipping through a thick dictionary

(2) Computer-aided translations are not always precise, but they allow us to
better understand the key points of what we are reading. Besides, we
can always find a more accurate translation later

iii.  The Internet enables us to access materials in Chinese from everywhere

d) This way of learning can raise our interest in Mandarin and broaden our horizons

e) Hence, the Singapore Ministry of Education has developed many online tools to
teach Mandarin and other mother tongues, for the convenience of our students

12. We have made significant progress in our bilingual policy over the last 35 years. But as
the Chinese saying goes: “learning is like going against the tide; if you do not overcome it,
you will be pushed back”. Therefore we cannot rest on our laurels.



13. I would like to thank Mr Seow Choke Meng, Chairman of the Promote Mandarin Council,
and other Council members for their relentless efforts to deliver an exciting programme this
year. There is something for everyone!

a) Hope Singaporeans will make time to participate, to learn more about the Chinese
culture and speak Mandarin

b) Let us work together and make Singapore a better bilingual society
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